Brilliant, ambitious, and self-con dent, Jan Lievens ( -) was among the most distinguished Dutch artists of his day. By the age of twelve he was already a rising star, a child prodigy who impressed patrons with his diligence and talent. Over the six decades of his career Lievens worked for members of the Dutch and English princely households, won important religious and civic commissions, and excelled in a range of styles and subjects. His prints and drawings, like his paintings, were esteemed by connoisseurs and copied by other artists. Critical acclaim kept his reputation high for decades a er his death.
In later centuries, however, Lievens' name faded from accounts of the time. His peripatetic career and tendency to alter his style to re ect the artistic tastes of di erent locales make it di cult to place him within the tradition of Dutch art. Many of his most important projects large canvases in civic buildings and churches or decorative schemes for private interiors are inaccessible or far removed from the public eye, hindering a comprehensive assessment of his work. Over the years, other paintings have been lost or misa ributed, and some have only recently been rediscovered.
Lievens' accomplishments have been further overshadowed by the ascent of
Rembrandt van Rijn, a fellow townsman and friendly rival who shared similar artistic interests and for a short time a nearly indistinguishable manner of painting. is exhibition sheds light on Lievens' myriad achievements, restoring the reputation of a Dutch master whose originality and boldness set him apart from many of his peers.
Leiden, where Jan Lievens was born and raised, was a center of art, culture, and scholarship. Its burgomaster and chronicler, Jan Jansz Orlers, noted in his account of the town that Lievens had already been apprenticed at the age of eight to a local artist to learn drawing and painting. He proved himself so capable that his father sent him to Amsterdam two years later to study with the renowned history painter Pieter Lastman. By the time
Lievens returned home at age twelve, the precocious boy was so self-assured that he began painting on his own, in a studio set up in his parents' house.
According to Orlers, his dynamic and boldly executed images were admired greatly by connoisseurs and art lovers. was not yet twenty, the painting depicts the moment from the biblical book of Esther ( : -) when the queen reveals to her husband, the Persian king Ahasuerus, the plot to destroy all the Jews in the kingdom, including herself.
In Lievens' dramatic scene, Esther points to the shadowed gure of the conspirator the court favorite, Haman who draws back in terror as Ahasuerus glares at him with clenched sts moments before ordering his death.
In this and other paintings from the mids, Lievens strove for an overall monumental e ect, perhaps in emulation of the work of the Flemish master Peter Paul Rubens, whose large, dynamic paintings had made him the preeminent artist of the early seventeenth century. Other features half-length gures with unidealized faces that crowd compositions marked by theatrical contrasts of light and dark point to the in uence of the "Utrecht Caravaggisti." ese artists from Utrecht had adopted the gri y realism and dramatic light e ects of Caravaggio while studying in A large-print version of this brochure is available.
